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RESTORATION OF ABORIGINAL ROCK ART: 
THE MORAL PROBLEM 
Like every o the r  human cu l tu re ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  Aboriginal  
cu l tu re  produced a va r i e ty  of ma te r i a l  o b j e c t s  whose phys ica l  
forms conformed t o  pa t t e rns  d i c t a t ed  by s o c i a l  p res su res  - 
boomerangs, didgeridoos, d i l l y  bags, bark hu t s ,  ceremonial 
r ega l i a ,  patches of coloured pa in t  on t h e  wal ls  of caves, ho le s  
i n  t h e  ground t h a t  represented t h e  u t e rus  of  the  Earth Mother, 
s h e l l  middens, s tone  axes, and thousands of o t h e r  o b j e c t s  whose 
standardised c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  d i s t ingu i sh  them a s  the products  
of Aboriginal cul ture .  
Representatives of t h e  European c u l t u r e  which r ecen t ly  
es tabl i shed i t s e l f  on t h i s  cont inent  contemplated these  o b j e c t s ,  
and c l a s s i f i e d  them according to va r ious  ca t egor i e s  well-known 
i n  t h e i r  own socie ty  - "tools", "weapons", "containers", 
"musical instruments", "art", e t c .  A l l  of these  named ca tegor i e s  
can be more o r  less defined by any member of European s o c i e t y ,  
a1  though experts  i n  various f i e l d s  c lose ly  associa ted  with 
p a r t i c u l a r  objec ts  tend t o  haggle over the  d e t a i l s .  For example, 
the question "What is  a r t ? " ,  can always genera te  a l i v e l y  but  
inconclusive discussion among t h e  q u a l i f i e d  and t h e  semi-qualif ied.  
I would not  dare  t o  attempt t o  answer t h i s  ques t ion  here.  
Instead,  I would l i k e  t o  d i scuss  what I consider  t o  be  the 
r o l e  of a r t  i n  our soc ie ty .  I t  is  roughly adequate t o  say  t h a t  
c e r t a i n  indiv iduals  a r e  recognised a s  possessing a d r i v e  t o  c r e a t e  
objec ts  which have v i r t u a l l y  no immediate pragmatic use,  but  which 
do have a contrived v i s u a l  impact, produced by t h e  s e l e c t i o n  and 
combination of forms, colours, t ex tu res ,  etc. It is f u r t h e r  
recognised t h a t  o the r  people can look a t  these  o b j e c t s ,  i n  t h e  
expectation of arousing some emotional r eac t ion  - o f t e n  of p leasure ,  
but  sometimes some other  emotion which is valuable  i n  t h e  
circumstances - e.g. horror  a t  t he  outrages of modern warfare  
generated by Picasso 'S "Guernica" . These o b j e c t s  (her inaf  t e r  c a l l e d  
"art") a r e  surrounded by a web of s o c i a l  and emotional values.  They 
a r e  defined a s  valuable - i n  many re spec t s  a p a r t  from monetary. 
Their s t a t u s  a s  o r i g i n a l  c rea t ions  of an  indiv idual  t a l e n t  and 
insp i r a t ion  is regarded a s  tremendously important ,  and i s  defended 
i n  various ways by socie ty .  The most important de f in ing  charac ter -  
i s t i c  of a work of a r t  is the  name of t h e  a r t i s t  who c rea ted  i t .  
When the a r t i s t ' s  i d e n t i t y  is not  known, a r t  h i s t o r i a n s  expend much 
e f f o r t  on a t t r i b u t i n g  works t o  p a r t i c u l a r  a r t i s t s ,  and even t o  
a r t i f i c i a l l y  nominated i d e n t i t i e s  -  he CologneMas ter" ,    he 
Bohemian Master", e t c .  
Except f o r  post-ob j e c t  a r t ,  works of a r t  a r e  usual ly  expected 
t o  be a s  permanent a s  contemporary technology can make them, and 
t h e i r  continued exis tence ,  a s  wel l  a s  t h e i r  i nd iv idua l  cha rac te r ,  is 
protected by socie ty .  A r t i s t s  s t r i v e  towards t h i s  end - s i n c e  be fo re  
the  Renaissance, they have been experimenting wi th  ways of making t h e i r  
c rea t ions  survive longer and i n  b e t t e r  condit ion.  
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Because t h e  a r t i s t  i n v e s t s  h i s  c r e a t i v e  energy i n  h i s  works, 
and because s o c i e t y  che r i shes  i t s  " a r t i s t i c  her i tage"  even a f t e r  the  
a r t i s t  is  dead, any phys i ca l  a t t a c k  on a work of a r t  i s  construed a s  
damaging t o  t h e  a r t i s t ,  o r  t o  the soc i e ty  which owns i t .  
Conservators  must t he re fo re  be very wary when dea l ing  with 
European f i n e  a r t  o b j e c t s .  I t  is my impression t h a t  informed 
opinion would almost c e r t a i n l y  f r eak  out  a t  the idea  of somebody 
r e s t o r i n g  a damaged Leonardo da Vinci by applying f r e sh  pa in t  t o  the 
a f f e c t e d  a r e a s ,  no ma t t e r  how wel l  t h i s  f r e s h  pa in t  duplicated the  
o r i g i n a l  appearance of t h e  masterpiece. Any addi t ion  must d i s tu rb  
t h e  i n t e g r i t y  of t h e  ar t is t ' s  crea t ion .  It would be q u i t e  proper 
f o r  Sidney Nolan t o  come and r e s t o r e  a damaged Nolan, because t h i s  
would n o t  i n t e r r u p t  t h e  mystic  l i n k  between an artist  and h i s  work; 
b u t  once t h e  artist has  been removed from the  scene,  conservation i s  
confined t o  procedures designed t o  prevent  o r  amel iora te  f u r t h e r  
damage o r  d e t e r i o r a t i o n .  I know t h a t  t h i s  was no t  always t h e  case,  
b u t  I am speaking of modem a t t i t u d e s  held by t h e  most responsible 
and r e p u t a b l e  people involved i n  the  conservat ion of f i n e  a r t  i n  
European s o c i e t y ,  because these  a t t i t u d e s  may a f f e c t  t h e  procedures 
adopted i n  r e s p e c t  of  Aboriginal  a r t .  They have c e r t a i n l y  determined 
t h e  t r ea tmen t  of P a l a e o l i t h i c  cave a r t  i n  Europe i t s e l f .  
I would now l i k e  t o  speak of t h e  r o l e  of a r t  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  
Abor ig ina l  s o c i e t y .  I am going t o  use  a tense  ca l l ed  the  "ethnographic 
present" ,  which a l lows me t o  lump together  s i t u a t i o n s  observed i n  the  
r ecen t  p a s t  by an th ropo log i s t s  i n  p a r t s  of Aust ra l ia  where Aboriginal 
c u l t u r e  has  a l t e r e d  g r e a t l y  from i t s  pre-contact s t a t e  and the  
p r a c t i c e s  recorded no longer  occur i n  the  a c t u a l  present ,  and r e a l  
modern occurrence i n  Cen t r a l  and Northern Aust ra l ia ,  where many 
a spec t s  of t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r e  s t i l l  remain. I am a l s o  going t o  
g e n e r a l i s e  a g r e a t  d e a l ,  no t  g iv ing  chapter  and ve r se  from t h e  
an th ropo log ica l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  o r  d e t a i l i n g  the  exceptions t h a t  l u rk  
around t h e  f r i n g e s  of every sweeping ethnographic s tatement ,  because 
I am only  concerned w i t h  European a t t i t u d e s  t o  Aboriginal ar t  "in 
general" ,  and whether t h e s e  a t t i t u d e s  a r e  appropr ia te  t o  t h e  products 
of a c u l t u r e  which holds  d i f f e r e n t  values regarding them. 
Needless t o  say ,  t h e  European model of a r t  and a r t i s t s  which I 
have o u t l i n e d  cannot b e  found anywhere i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  Aboriginal 
c u l t u r e .  Rather ,  c e r t a i n  o b j e c t s ,  on which we superimpose the l a b e l  
"art" ,  are manufactured i n  the  course of s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  whose main 
aim is  no t  t h e i r  production.  These a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  almost a l l  connected 
wi th  t h e  Aborigines ' r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f  S. 
For example, f o r  a sacred ceremony i n  Arnhem Land, t h e  
p a r t i c i p a n t s '  bodies a r e  pa in ted  wi th  i n t r i c a t e  designs,  models of 
animals  and emblems d i sp l ay ing  totemic symbols a r e  constructed out  
of p i eces  of  carved wood, bark ,  s t r i n g ,  f ea the r s  and p a i n t ,  p i c tu re s  
i l l u s t r a t i n g  legends a r e  drawn on bark  s l a b s ,  and t h e  ceremonial 
ground i t s e l f  may be  scu lp t ed  o r  painted i n  order  t o  c r ea t e  a sacred 
environment. During t h e  r i t u a l  period,  these  decorated objec ts  help 
t o  focus  the  power of va r ious  supernatura l  forces .  
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For example, body pa in t ings  temporari ly convert  an a c t o r  
i n t o  the Dreamtime ances tor  whom he r ep resen t s  i n  a dramatic  
performance, and f o r  a sho r t  t i m e  he exe rc i se s  t h e  ances to r ' s  
powers, t o  i n i t i a t e  boys, o r  enhance the  f e r t i l i t y  of human beings 
and animals, o r  whatever t h e  purpose of t h e  ceremony. During the  
period of t he  ceremony, t he  decorated o b j e c t s  are extremely sacred .  
Women and children,  who a r e  genera l ly  excluded from t h e  a c t i v e  
p r a c t i c e  of Aboriginal r e l ig ion ,  never s e e  most of them. But o t h e r  
objec ts  a r e  equally sacred - bough s h e l t e r s  which conceal  t h e  
i n i t i a t e s ,  undecorated poles ,  boards and s tones ,  ho le s  i n  t he  ground 
which symbolise t he  womb, e t c .  Af t e r  t h e  ceremony, most of t h e  
decorated r ega l i a  i s  dismantled o r  d e l i b e r a t e l y  destroyed.  Being 
nomadic hunter-gatherers , t he  Aborigines have no permanent s e t t l e m e n t s  
i n  which t o  l o c a t e  s to rage  areas  t o  p r o t e c t  r i t u a l  equipment which is 
not i n  use, and which must be  kept  away from the  u n i n i t i a t e d .  They 
have therefore  adopted the  t a c t i c  of making temporary r e g a l i a ,  and 
unmaking i t  a f t e r  t he  ceremony. 
A t  l e a s t ,  t h a t  is what happens i f  t h e r e  are no an th ropo log i s t s ,  
museum co l l ec to r s ,  o r  e thn ic  a r t  d e a l e r s  l u rk ing  i n  t h e  bushes, 
because these  fo lk  w i l l ,  of course, l e a p  o u t ,  do an i n s t a n t  t ypo log ica l  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  ceremonial o b j e c t s  i n t o  "art" and "non-art" 
( I  s h a l l  not  venture t o  examine t h e  bases  of t h e i r  s e l e c t i o n ,  except  
t h a t  i t  is d i f f i c u l t  t o  purchase a h o l e  i n  t h e  ground), and c a r r y  o f f  
the "works of a r t "  f o r  f u t u r e  European d e l e c t a t i o n .  I a m  exaggera t ing ,  
of course. But most of t he  i t e m s  of t h i s  kind now i n  museums and art  
g a l l e r i e s  were never intended b y  t h e i r  manufacturers t o  have the  
continued existence which we f o i s t  upon them by ca t egor i s ing  them as 
"art" and t r e a t i n g  them as we would treat European works of art. I 
don' t  mean t o  say t h a t  we should no t  do t h i s ,  because t h e  e x e r c i s e  is 
q u i t e  valuable from our poin t  of view, but  merely t h a t  one should b e  
aware of t he  q u a l i t y  of our a t t i t u d e  t o  o b j e c t s  which t h e i r  c r e a t o r s  
regard as disposables,  once t h e i r  ceremonial r o l e  is f in i shed .  
Another major d i s t i n c t i o n  between European and Abor ig ina l  
a t t i t u d e s  t o  a r t  i s  the  pos i t ion  of t h e  a r t i s t .  H i s  i d e n t i t y  ( i t  is 
almost invar iab ly  h i s  i d e n t i t y  - women don' t p a i n t  o r  carve  because 
these a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  f i rmly associa ted  wi th  the  realm of t h e  sac red )  
is determined by h i s  pos i t i on  i n  t h e  k insh ip  system. Groups of  
r e l a t ed  people - c lans ,  l ineages  and s o  on - own p a r t i c u l a r  des igns  
' and a r t i s t i c  sub jec t s  appropr ia te  t o  t h e  legends a s soc ia t ed  wi th  the  
group. These motifs  a r e  used only by t h e  k insh ip  group, o r  under i ts  
d i r e c t  supervision.  Ownership is  t o t a l  and i n a l i e n a b l e ;  p e n a l t i e s  
a r e  provided f o r  any offences.  Thus, a man is born wi th  a l i m i t e d  set 
of designs which he can pa in t  o r  carve.  Then he can only produce them 
under spec i f ied  circumstances - e.g. a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t a g e  of a 
ceremony, and then only when he himself has reached t h e  appropr i a t e  
s t a g e  of h i s  own progress through t h e  i n i t i a t i o n  cycle.  
This means t h a t  each "work of art" is produced a t  a p re sc r ibed  
time, by a prescribed person, whose s t a t u s  i n  t h e  group is a l s o  
prescribed.  Then i t  must conform t o  i n f l e x i b l e  r u l e s  which govern 
every f ea tu re  of its phys ica l  form. The whole des ign  of every i t e m  
is d i c t a t ed  by t r a d i t i o n  and defined as sacred  and unchanging. I n  
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f a c t ,  t he  only a spec t  which is not  i nva r i ab le  is the  q u a l i t y  
of t h e  craftsmanship.  A badly made f i g u r e ,  o r  an unevenly 
pa in ted  motif is j u s t  a s  v a l i d  i n  i ts ceremonial context  a s  
a  wel l -c raf ted  one, a s  long a s  t he  observers  can t i c k  o f f  a l l  i ts  
proper a t t r i b u t e s .  It may no t  be p a r t i c u l a r l y  admired, but  t he re  
would be  no ques t ion  of rep lac ing  i t ,  o r  having i t  made by a b e t t e r  
ar t is t  whose k insh ip  a f f i l i a t i o n s  were not  appropr ia te .  
As  the  ceremonies a r e  repeated a t  i n t e r v a l s ,  t he  same items 
a r e  manufactured f o r  each occasion, and, i n  the case of r ega l i a ,  
destroyed.  This  c y c l i c a l  reproduction takes a  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  
form i n  t h e  case  of cave pa in t ings .  I n  Cent ra l  Aus t r a l i a ,  many 
ceremonies take  p l a c e  a t  sacred  s i t e s  which o f t en  inc lude  a rock 
outcrop.  S u i t a b l e  s u r f a c e s  a r e  o f t e n  painted with designs which 
r ep resen t ,  i n  s t y l i s e d  and a b s t r a c t  form, the legends per ta in ing  t o  
the  s i t e .  As p a r t  of t he  ceremony, t he  p a r t i c i p a n t s  put  f r e sh  pa in t  
on top of t h e  des igns  a l ready on the  wall .  This ac t ion  has the same 
e f f e c t  , of r e v i t a l i s i n g  Dreamtime powers, as the  manufacture of 
sacred  emblems dur ing  Arnhem Land r i t u a l .  Between ceremonies, the  
pa in t ings  a r e  exposed t o  t h e  weather, and they fade and f l ake  off the 
wa l l  a t  a rate dependent on the  degree of exposure. A s  the  pigments 
a r e  only mixed wi th  water ,  and no more e f f i c i e n t  binding agent o r  
f i x a t i v e  used, d e t e r i o r a t i o n  i s  usual ly  rapid,  and by the  time the  
ceremony comes round again ,  there  is  only a faded s t a i n  on the  rock 
su r f ace ,  t o  u se  as a guide f o r  t he  app l i ca t ion  of f r e sh  pa in t .  There 
i s  no need, i n  t h i s  ca se ,  t o  de l ibe ra t e ly  destroy the pa in t ings  a f t e r  
t he  ceremony, because women and chi ldren  a r e  never allowed t o  go near  
t he  sac red  s i t e s .  
I n  t he  Kimberleys, t he  l a r g e  and b e a u t i f u l  Wandjina paint ings 
a r e  be l ieved  t o  b e  t h e  a c t u a l  presence of t he  c r e a t i v e  s p i r i t s  
themselves, who sank i n t o  the  rock sur faces  a t  t he  end of the 
Dreamtime. The human owners of t hese  s i t e s  v i s i t e d  them regular ly ,  
and p u t  f r e s h  p a i n t  on t h e  Wandjina f i g u r e s  - i n  a  sense giving them 
a new coa t  of "make-up". This  a c t i o n  was designed t o  br ing  the  r a i n ,  
and i n  f a c t  i t  was always done j u s t  before  the  beginning of the  wet 
season. 
Not a l l  Aus t r a l i an  cave pa in t ings  were retouched i n  t h i s  manner. 
I n  o t h e r  a r e a s  such as Arnhem Land and Cape York, indiv idual  paint ings 
were executed as one-off jobs,  by success ive  a r t i s t s  and successive 
genera t ions ,  a l l  u s ing  t h e  same rock sur face  a s  t h e i r  canvas. A s  the 
cave w a l l  f i l l e d  up, l a t e r  pa in t ings  were placed on top of e a r l i e r  
ones. It would appear  t he re fo re  t h a t  t he  v i s u a l  i n t e g r i t y  of the 
e a r l i e r  pa in t ings  was no t  important.  This superimpositioning of 
pa in t ings  has  of t e n  been cha rac t e r i s ed  a s  "lack of respect"  on the  
p a r t  of t h e  l a t e r  a r t i s t s ,  bu t  t h i s  i s  a c l a s s i c a l l y  ethnocentr ic  
judgement. It may w e l l  be t h a t  these a r t i s t s  de l ibe ra t e ly  posi t ioned 
t h e i r  pa in t ings  t o  s e t  up some metaphysical r e l a t ionsh ip  with the  
e a r l i e r  ones. The end r e s u l t  i s  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  t o  t he  retouched 
pa in t ings  of Cent ra l  A u s t r a l i a ,  and t h e  Kimberleys, but  i t  i s  q u i t e  
c l e a r  t h a t  i n  both cases  t h e r e  is no concept of t h e  continued unmodified 
ex i s t ence  of t he  o r i g i n a l  a r t i s t s  ' crea t ions .  
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With the  a r r i v a l  of European s o c i e t y ,  the  s i t u a t i o n  of the  
cave pa in t ings  changed completely, Bas ica l ly ,  t he  Aborigines 
stopped pain t ing  them. With a few exceptions,  t h i s  happened a l l  
over Aust ra l ia  - e a r l i e r  i n  the South-east, l a t e r  i n  t h e  north 
of the continent. 
A t  most s i t e s  i n  the Kimberleys and Centra l  Aus t r a l i a  the  
sacred designs have not been retouched f o r  many years .  A t  Laura 
and Cobar, no new f igu res  have been added t o  the  g a l l e r i e s .  I n  
both s i t u a t i o n s ,  t he  l a s t  pa in t ings  have been fading,  f l ak ing  and 
washing away ever s ince .  There a r e  d i f f e r i n g  opinions about how 
f a s t  t h i s  i s  happening. Nevertheless i t  is q u i t e  c l e a r  t h a t ,  i f  
nothing a t  a l l  is  done t o  change the  s i t u a t i o n ,  eventual ly  t h i s  
a r t  w i l l  vanish. Pa laeo l i th i c  cave pa in t ings  have survived f o r  
40,000 years i n  deep underground l imestone caverns,  bu t  a l l  the  
Austral ian "cave" a r t  is ac tua l ly  loca ted  i n  shallow sandstone 
overhangs, which w i l l  themselves erode, even i f  t h e  pa in t ings  were 
not  detaching themselves from t h e i r  wa l l s  a t  a f a s t e r  r a t e .  
Bob Edwards t e l l s  of t ranspor t ing  some e l d e r l y  Centra l  
Austral ian Aborigines t o  a cave pa in t ing  s i t e  loca ted  a long way 
from the set t lement where they now l i v e .  These men had not  v i s i t e d  
the s i t e  s ince  t h e i r  own i n i t i a t i o n ,  many years  previously.  When 
they got  there,  the cave wall  was bare .  The pa in t ings  the  o ld  men 
remembered had completely vanished, and they were deeply and 
obviously d i s t r e s sed  . 
A t  l e a s t  i n  Central  Aus t r a l i a  the  ques t ion  of  who should do 
something t o  maintain the  pa in t ings  is r e l a t i v e l y  c l e a r .  Obviously 
the  Aborigines still own the s i t e s ,  t h e  k inship  groups which r e l a t e  
t o  them a r e  s t i l l  v iab le ,  and i f  a few simple f a c i l i t i e s ,  such a s  
t ranspor t ,  could be provided, then the  ceremonies, which a r e  nowdays 
performed near the  se t t lements ,  could be re located  a t  t h e i r  proper  
sacred s i t e s ,  and the  paint ings retouched o r  r ed ra f t ed  i f  necessary.  
This has already happened, under anthropologica l  s t imula t ion ,  i n  the  
case of the  s i t e s  a t  which the I n s t i t u t e  of Aboriginal  S tudies  made 
its s e r i e s  of ceremonial f i lms,  Given the  cu r ren t  r e v i v a l  of  
t r a d i t i o n a l  c u l t u r a l  values i n  t h e  Centra l  d e s e r t ,  i t  is  l i k e l y  
tha t  t h i s  process may go ahead without  f u r t h e r  ex te rna l  s t imulus .  
The s i t u a t i o n  i n  New South Wales is  much more uncer ta in .  A t  
the moment, i n  places l i k e  Mount Grenfe l l ,  the  pa in t ings  a r e  v i r t u a l l y  
p r e h i s t o r i c  r e l i c s ,  even though t h e i r  abso lu te  age may not  be very  
grea t .  But nothing was recorded about t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  before  t h e  
Aborigines i n  the surrounding region were d ispersed  and d e t r i b a l i s e d .  
Like a l l  o ther  cave paint ings,  they a r e  d e t e r i o r a t i n g  a t  an unknown 
ra t e .  Should anything be done about t h i s ?  Who should do i t ?  
For s t a r t e r s ,  who owns them? The l e g a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  i n  European 
terms, is of course q u i t e  c l ea r .  Under t h e  National  Parks and W i l d l i f e  
Act of 1974, Aboriginal r e l i c s  which a r e  permanently f ixed  t o  t h e  
surface  of a rock o r  t r e e ,  which is i n  turn  permanently at tached t o  
the ground, o r  termed " rea l  property", and a r e  owned by the person who 
owns the  land. I f  they a re  detached, however, they become the  
property of the  Crown. Thus a carved tree changes ownership when i t  
f a l l s  over i n  a storm. What could b e  simpler? 
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There is,  however, a p a r a l l e l  e t h i c a l  system t o  be considered - 
t h e  Aboriginal  one. Most people be l i eve  t h a t  the  Aborigines now 
l i v i n g  i n  south-eastern Aus t r a l i a  have l o s t  a l l  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  
c u l t u r a l  values.  But cu r ren t  research seems t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t ,  
although Aboriginal  c u l t u r e  i n  New South Wales has been severely 
d i s rup ted ,  i t  i s  no t  e n t i r e l y  defunct. This was c l e a r l y  
demonstrated i n  t h e  l a s t  i s s u e  of A.A. I n  b r i e f ,  i t  appears t h a t  
some Aborigines f e e l  t h a t  they s t i l l  have a s t rong  emotional 
attachment t o  s p e c i f i c  a r e a s  of land,  and t o  s i t e s  which a r e  the 
l o c a l  equivalent  of t h e  sacred totemic landmarks so  c l ea r ly  del ineated 
i n  Centra l  A u s t r a l i a  and Arnhem Land. I t  is too e a r l y  to  make any 
claims,  bu t  i t  is p o s s i b l e  t h a t  some Aboriginal people may be able  t o  
t r a c e  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  a s i t e  containing cave pa in t ings  - say ,  
Mount Grenfe l l .  The o r i g i n a l  a r t i s t s  a r e  a l l  dead, but  i f  t h e i r  
descendants su rv ive ,  Aboriginal  c u l t u r a l  values would suggest t h a t  
they have a v a l i d  claim over the  s i t e .  Surely a l l  men of good w i l l  
would a t  l e a s t  recognise  t h a t  these  people should have some pa r t  i n  
any d i scuss ion  of t h e  f a t e  of these pa in t ings .  It is  probable, 
however, t h a t  most rock a r t  s i t e s  i n  southeastern Aust ra l ia  a r e  
i r r e t r i e v a b l y  p r e h i s t o r i c .  
Aboriginal  cave pa in t ings  a r e  a l s o  genuinely valuable t o  
European soc ie ty .  We can apprec ia te  t h e i r  a e s t h e t i c  q u a l i t i e s  - 
i.e. t r e a t  them a s  i f  they were European a r t .  They have an 
educat ional  va lue  t o  us - they a r e  p a r t  of t he  tangible  evidence of 
t h e  Aborigines'  way of l i f e ,  and studying them cont r ibutes  t o  our 
understanding of human soc ie ty  a s  a whole. On a humbler l e v e l ,  a s  
t o u r i s t  a t t r a c t i o n s ,  they a r e  p a r t  of t h e  a s s e t s  of t h e i r  region. 
These cons idera t ions  do no t  j u s t i f y  an exclusive claim to  "ownership" 
(moral a s  we l l  a s  l e g a l ) ,  b u t  they do provide us with motives f o r  
maintaining t h e  s i t e s  and t h e  pa in t ings .  
One th ing  is q u i t e  c l e a r  - of the  two groups, only the 
European community has any e f f e c t i v e  power t o  do anything f o r  the 
pa in t ings .  They have c o n t r o l  of the  land surrounding them, and they 
have t h e  resources  t o  ca r ry  out  research ,  physical  pro tec t ion  and 
conservat ive  procedures. The Aboriginal community has none of these 
th ings .  It has ,  on t h e  o the r  hand, more urgent preoccupations. What 
resources i t  can mobi l i se  w i l l  presumably be deployed i n  a g rea t  many 
f i e l d s  - land r i g h t s ,  economic advancement, education, hea l th  and so  
on, be fo re  any a t t e n t i o n  can be spared f o r  o ld  cave paint ings.  The 
i n i t i a t i v e  the re fo re ,  r e s t s  with white soc ie ty .  
Research i n t o  procedures designed t o  prevent o r  ameliorate 
f u r t h e r  damage w i l l  probably go ahead. Some sites may even be 
af forded some physica l  p ro tec t ion ,  l i k e  t h a t  recommended by MS Walston 
f o r  Mount Grenfe l l .  This  outlook, and these  methods accord with the 
European e t h i c  of a r t  conservation. But i t  is  already obvious tha t  t o  
take  more p o s i t i v e  s t e p s  t o  keep t h e  unbound, unfixed pigments from 
f a l l i n g  o f f  the  wa l l s  w i l l  be  enormously d i f f i c u l t .  People keep 
asking p a t h e t i c a l l y  " I s n ' t  t he re  something you can spray on these days?" - 
thus  reveal ing  a touching f a i t h  i n  modem technology, but a t o t a l  lack  
of knowledge of the  q u a l i t i e s  of rock surfaces  and Aboriginal paint ings.  
The l a t t e r ,  you w i l l  r e c a l l ,  were not  designed t o  be conserved. They 
were designed t o  be repain ted .  
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I can understand why French a rchaeo log i s t s  and art  h i s t o r i a n s  
never suggest t h a t  the fading pa in t ings  i n  t he  caves of Lascaux and 
Altamira should be retouched. They a r e  40,000 years  removed from 
the c u l t u r e  t h a t  produced them. Absolutely nothing is known about 
the e t h i c s  t h a t  governed P a l a e o l i t h i c  a r t i s t s .  Nor a r e  the  
techniques by which the  pa in t ings  were made f u l l y  understood. I n  
Aust ra l ia ,  on the  o the r  hand, t h e  problem is,  a t  most, only 200 years  
old,  and the re  a r e  s t i l l  Aborigines who know how t o  p a i n t  on rocks 
and on bark, using t r a d i t i o n a l  m a t e r i a l s  and methods. We know a l o t  
about the  r o l e  of a r t  i n  Aboriginal soc i e ty .  Its s t a t u s  was 
simultaneously more important (as a manifes ta t ion  of t h e  sacred)  
and l e s s  important (as  a p e r s i s t e n t  i nd iv idua l  c r ea t ion )  than t h a t  
of European a r t .  
Above a l l ,  its phys ica l  f a b r i c  was no t  i n v i o l a b l e  o r  
i r r ep laceab le  . 
I the re fo re  suggest  t ha t  restorat&m be  considered as a 
poss ib le  method f o r  maintaining Aboriginal  cave pa in t ings ,  o r  
t r e a t i n g  damaged ones. I don't  propose t h a t  one should immediately 
s e t  t o  and convert every faded s i te  i n t o  a b l aze  of f r e s h  colours .  
Rather, when indiv idual  f i gu res  a r e  i n  danger of disappearing 
without a t r ace ,  o r  por t ions  of f i g u r e s  have been damaged (but  
a r e  not  beyond reconstruct ion) , t he  c o r r e c t  pigments should be  
mixed, matched and ca re fu l ly  appl ied .  
Lesley Maynard 
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